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Early on Dec. 7, Nicaraguan pilot Captain Edwin Estrada Leiva of the Sandinista Air Force
flew a Soviet-made Mi-25 helicopter gunship to a Honduran military base in an apparent
defection. Nicaragua has requested the pilot's extradition and is seeking the return of the Mi-25.
Honduran military spokesperson Juan Sierra said the extradition request had been rejected for
"strictly humanitarian reasons" and that the release of the helicopter was the subject of bilateral
negotiations. On Dec. 8, Honduran Foreign Minister Carlos Lopez said the cross-border flight
was still under investigation. In a note to the secretaries general of the Organization of American
States and the United Nations, Lopez said the incident occurred at a time when the Nicaraguan
government was accusing the Honduran army of attacking Nicaraguan targets and moving
troops to their common border. Against this background of "artificially created tensions and for
unknown purposes," the note said, the Mi-25 helicopter crossed the border and was intercepted by
Honduran fighters and forced to land. "The authorities are conducting the pertinent investigations
to determine the motives of the incursion and the type of mission assigned to the craft, which
may have been espionage," Lopez said. On the evening of Dec. 9, Nicaraguan President Daniel
Ortega phoned Honduran counterpart Jose Azcona Hoyo to request the return of the helicopter,
and extradition of Capt. Edwin Estrada Leiva. Nicaraguan officials reported that Ortega informed
Azcona Hoyo that he was concerned about statements made by Honduran authorities that the
helicopter was on an espionage mission, "since all this is clearly aimed at not returning the
helicopter to Nicaragua." (Basic data from AFP, 12/08/88; Xinhua, 12/10/88)
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